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A well-known British director, Peter Brook directed a play called 11 and
12 in 2010, which was based on a piece by African writer Amadou Hampatê
Bâ. The story is partly based on a true story in which a debate about Islamic
prayer (i.e. whether it should be recited 11 or 12 times) leads to civil strife and
massacres. There are two main Islamic leaders who believe that tolerance is
the most difficult and the most essential quality for a human development.
The play shows how tolerance could be misinterpreted and how the narrow-
minded could be violent and extremist, which seems to be the ever-present
theme. Meanwhile, a contemporary British writer, Zadie Smith, discusses the
richness of acquiring “double voices”, “multiple tongues”, or being a “many-
voiced man”, referring to President Obama, Halifax 1, and Shakespeare. These
people are coming from the place in which the unified singular self is an
illusion, Smith says. As President Obama has to transcend the black-white
divide using multiple tongues, so did Halifax with regard to the Parliament
and the Crown, and Shakespeare, Protestantism and Catholicism. They have a
voice for “different occasions, [which] represents, at best, a Janus-faced
duplicity” (2231-35). They do not want to pick one and deny the other. We are
no different: we do not have to choose one thing over another. Instead, we can
combine, creating a synthesis of disparate things. 
Having experienced the fierce Catholic-Protestant culture war,
Shakespeare must have understood what harsh violence a single certainty
could create and what it could destroy. When we think of his family
background, especially his father John, it is hard to imagine that he held a
hostile or frigid attitude toward the former religion - or rather, he must have
had compassion. Goodland examines the Catholic and Protestant sides in
Richard III, concluding that Shakespeare seems to “tip the balance toward the
Catholic pole in creating Richard III, a villain who could embody
Protestantism”. Beauregard, who introduced studies that focus on the
Catholic influence on Shakespeare, argues that there is concrete evidence of
Shakespeare’s Catholicism in The Tempest, while Ellison examines James I’s
moderate Protestant policy in The Winter’s Tale. However, as Taylor points
out, Shakespeare unnecessarily had to choose between Catholicism or
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Protestantism, most likely envisioning some form of Catholic-Protestant
integration and attempting to create “some synthesis of the Catholic values of
the sacred, the sacramental, the ritual, the communal, with Protestant values
of the individual, the critical mind, the subjective, and the nation” (8-9).
Having shared both worlds, Shakespeare may have wished for tolerance from
both sides, hoping for religious harmony in the country.
As mentioned above, Ellison, who has examined the religious politics of
Europe, demonstrates how Shakespeare approved the government policy in
The Winter’s Tale, focusing on James I’s foreign policies to establish an
alliance across Europe by striking a balance between Protestants and
Catholics through the marriage of his children. Ellison suggests that the play
shows Leontes as a Catholic, who embraces and converts to James I’s
moderate Protestantism. Assuming the contemporary English court had as
Ellison states become increasingly divided into “peace” and “war” factions, I
then fully support the view that The Winter’s Tale supports the “peace” policy.
It is, however, difficult for me to see Leontes as a Catholic. Instead, he seems
to be an extreme reformer iconoclast who is opposed to the Catholics
Hermione and Paulina.
The common themes known of Shakespeare’s late romances include
separation, hardship, reunion or reconciliation and forgiveness. Of these, The
Winter’s Tale, written in 1611, is steeped in a mood of mystery, punctuated by
the sudden jealousy and madness of the King Leontes, the death of Prince
Mamillius, the death of Queen Hermione (in another “sudden death”) and
Antigonus’ dream, as well as the reunion of the long-lost, abandoned Princess
Perdita with the royal family. The final scene (i.e. the resurrection of
Hermione) is the most remarkable. This scene, however, depicts no clear
reconciliation or forgiveness between Hermione and Leontes, as she talks
only to her long-lost daughter Perdita and says nothing to Leontes. In short,
the stage has been arranged as the director intends, leaving the royal couple
to either reconcile or maintain their separation. Given the storylines of other
romances (e.g. Pericles, Cymbeline, Tempest), reconciliation may seem more
natural. In this essay, I would like to explore religious conflicts in England
from the 15th to the early 17th century, as depicted in The Winter’s Tale,
focusing mainly on Hermione and Leontes who reflect some of the
characteristics of the old and new religion. First, the contemporary religious
state in England will be briefly examined, followed by a summary of Marian
devotion (focusing on Hermione) and of the actions of the reformer (referring
to Leontes) and by a discussion of the final scene (i.e. Hermione’s
resurrection).
The religious reforms of Henry VIII and Edward VI, followed by a
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reversal of the Marian Catholic regime, must have left people in a state of
confusion and anxiety during the reign of Elizabeth. As Jones suggests, King
Henry could be a Good King, who established the Protestant nation and
helped those oppressed by the church, or a Bad King, who distracted merry
England and forced people to abandon their religion for his convenience.
Regardless, people were confronted with the religious reform of Henry VIII,
which included the dissolution of monasteries, convents, friaries and relics of
saints and the removal of icons. Despite such forceful iconoclasm, the
memory of the people proved far more enduring. There were reports of
visions of the Virgin Mary, and people sought and found representations of
former religious traits in their daily life. For example, Duffy and Scarisbirck
have explored late medieval English Catholicism and the destruction of the
world from Henry VIII to Elizabeth I, focusing on liturgy as it was integrated
into sermons, verse and the lives of saints as depicted in Corpus Christi cycles
and mystery plays. In fact, as many scholars have pointed out, the ban English
Protestant authorities imposed on the performance of medieval religious
dramas that were still being performed in the 16th century and the attempt to
suppress a form of popular entertainment embracing Catholic elements were
only partly effective. According to Duffy, people were able to share symbols,
prayers and beliefs, which could have given rise to religious homogeneity to
fill the gap between “popular” and “elite” religion. Meanwhile, Haigh analyzes
the indications that Protestantism was slowly penetrating the ritualistic
Catholic world, and Collinson focuses on a Protestant culture in the
Elizabethan era. As they point out, while the old world must have had to adapt
the new values, it may have been difficult for people to effect a shift in attitude.
Having presented a brief summary of the state of religion in Renaissance
England, I would now like to focus on The Winter’s Tale.
Vanita and Jensen suggest the presence of Marian iconography in the
final scene involving Hermione’s statue and the others. Although there seems
to have been less of a Marian cult in England, the practices focused on the
intermediary figure Mary were part of everyday life in pre-Reformation
England (Mariotti, 13). Moreover, despite the iconoclasm of reformers after
Henry VIII’s schism with Rome, it proved more difficult to change people’s
mindset (i.e. Marian devotion) (Bucca 1-19). For example, Sir Roger
Townshend, a local landowner who supervised the Reformation under
Cromwell, wrote a report in 1564 about a woman who insisted that she had
experienced a vision in which Our Lady, carried away to London, caused a
miracle. The woman was from Walsingham in Norfolk, once known as the
Nazareth of England. Henry VIII had even visited this place twice. Second to
Canterbury, it had been a popular site of pilgrimage, where relics were
maintained along with a chapel dedicated to Mary. In short, the image of
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Mary was still present in the minds of the local population as Sir Roger had
commented on.
Psychologically speaking, we always seek an idealized female presence
that embodies a mother with endless love and compassion and who
represents an ideal form of pity and holiness. The presence should fulfill the
spiritual needs of people in general. In the book, The Blessed Virgin Mary,
Takeshita discusses past and present Marian devotion. She points out the
important role of Mary in the process in which Christianity, along with
masculine and monotheistic Judaism, developed into world religions
incorporating the Greco-Roman world and their multiple female goddesses
(6). Similarly speaking, Huston introduces Mary as the Queen of the
Underworld with her role as mediatrix with God, the Father-Judge in the
medieval people’s mind (7). Meanwhile, Takeshita mentions that Mary not
only embodies the sanctity, the mother Earth goddess, a mediatrix and
Virgin, but also represents the ordeal in which she has experienced the
murder of her innocent son. Such an image must have offered comfort to
people in a time of high rates of infant mortality. It is understandable that the
figure of Mary did not fade away as quickly as the determined Protestant
reformers wished it would.
Meanwhile, C.L. Barber has suggested that the lack of mothers in most of
Shakespeare’s play may relate to the violent removal of Mary and the female
saint from public life in early modern England. In The Winter’s Tale, there are
scenes with Hermione that should remind us or the audience at the time of
the Virgin Mary as outlined below.
The Virgin Mary gives birth to the baby Jesus, which leads Joseph to
suspect her of sexual transgression. The tragic part in The Winter’s Tale
begins with Leontes’ suspicion that Hermione has committed adultery. Unlike
Joseph, Leontes continues to pursue his doubt and sets a plan in motion.
Fuelled by doubts about the nature of the relationship between Hermione and
Bohemian King Polixenes, Leontes violently enters Hermione’s room in
which their son, Mamillius, chamber maids and Hermione are enjoying a
pleasant talk. Their physical placement in the room, with Hermione seated
and patting her son’s back, who is about to whisper the story into Hermione’s
ear, could be a reference to a Marian icon. As regards the Marian icon, there
seems to be three types, namely Mary depicted alone, Mary holding a child in
one hand and pointing to him with the other and Mary warmly embracing a
child (Takeshita, 68). The final type, representing complete maternal love,
could apply to this scene involving Hermione and Mamillius, which Leontes
destroys violently (as the reformer did Marian images).
Separated from her dear son Mamillius, Hermione loses her status very
quickly as the Virgin Mary was removed from her place so easily by
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reformers. Moreover, during the trial, Hermione faints as she hears her son’s
death. As Virgin Mary suffered the murder of her innocent son, Hermione
loses hers as well. While people think Hermione is dead, she is actually alive
in the secret chapel, assisted by Paulina, and wishes only to be reunited with
her daughter Perdita. In this case, there is no male involvement and it is
unrelated to a patriarchal structure. In fact, another attack on Catholicism by
the Protestant reformer focused on same-sex, celibate communities, such as
convents and monasteries, as their way of life was seen as a violation of
human nature and God’s word. In addition, an integral aspect of Marian cults
who were the target of fierce Protestant attacks was a strong female lineage.
Mary, her mother Anne, and her grandmother Emerentia are often depicted
as the female trinity (Vanita 313). Similarly, Elizabeth, Mary’s cousin and her
sisters with children were frequently shown in the picture without their
fathers. Even if the fathers are depicted, they are often background figures
(Vanita 312). Moreover, Mary, Anne and Elizabeth were referred as the three
miraculous mothers, given the miraculous conception of both Anne and
Elizabeth as well. Such female power could be seen as a threat and oppose the
patriarchal Protestant structure. While there is no miraculous conception in
The Winter’s Tale, strong female lineage (i.e. Hermione, Paulina and Perdita)
is clearly present. Paulina in particular, who after trying to protect the infant
Perdita and confronting tyrannical Leontes alone, bravely assists in the final
miracle of Hermione’s resurrection.
Paulina’s husband Antigonus, however, is unable to do anything but
follow Leontes’ unreasonable order. When he - as ordered by Leontes -
leaves for Bohemia to abandon the infant Perdita, he talks about the dream he
had:
I have heard, but not believ’d, the spirits o’ th’ dead
May walk again: if such thing be, thy mother
Appear’d to me last night; for ne’er was dream
So like awalking. To me comes a creature,
Sometimes her head on one side, some another;
I never saw a vessel of like sorrow,
So fill’d, and so becoming: in pure white robes,
Like very sanctity, she did approach
My cabin where I lay: thrice bow’s before me,
And, gasping to begin some speech, her eyes
Became two spouts; the fury spent, anon
Did this break from her: (III.iii. 16-27)
This dream recalls the visions of Mary over time and still today. Statues, icons
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or images of Mary shedding tears, dropping blood or sending out balm often
get people’s attention exceeding science or rationality (Takeshita 7-8).
Takeshita introduces various Marian visions and divided the underlying
reasons into six categories: to heal, to protect, to educate, to lament, for peace
and for salvation (177-183). Of these, the crying Marian figure, lamenting the
wrong doings of humans and pleading for reform and atonement, fits
Antigonus’ vision. The vision of Hermione causes Antigonus to lament his
decision to abandon Perdita, presenting him with an opportunity for him to
change his mind, which he ignores. After abandoning the infant Perdita, he is
ultimately eaten by a bear.
After losing her daughter and son, Hermione is thought dead by the
public, but actually hidden away in Paulina’s gallery, perhaps comparable to
how some Catholics concealed icons in a secret room, awaiting the Catholic
revival. Leontes only becomes aware of how extreme his behavior has been
when he is informed of Hermione’s death, at which point he has killed or
expelled every member of his entire family. What drove him to such action?
As mentioned previously, English Protestant iconoclasm included not
only the removal of the image of the Crucifixion, but also the image of Mary
as both mother and mediatrix. Shifting our focus to the anti-Catholic
sentiment of late 17th- and early 18th-century England, Tumbleson discusses
the role of hostility towards Catholicism as a basic element leading to the
emergence of nationalist and imperialist ideology (11). In constructing the
patriarchal monarch, the primitive, archetypal or intuitive old religion may
have only been an obstacle, but it was nonetheless difficult to erase in the
minds of the people, particularly the laity. The strength of Mary’s presence in
the public consciousness must have given reformers reason to think.
Images of Mary as the Queen of Heaven and as a powerful female
presence, as well as the feasts and prayers in her celebration, had been
declared unlawful, attacked and then removed from public eyes (Vanita 17).
Bucca also points out that Reformation iconoclasm struck out at Marian
devotion with particular vigor, denying her devotional status as an “honor
member” of the Holy Trinity (4). Meanwhile, Queen Elizabeth, who must
have been aware of the continued popularity of the Virgin Mary, attempted to
assume the place of Mary in English culture, setting up her royal arms in the
place where the image of Mary had taken place in the church (Phillips, 19).
Hackett offers an interesting examination of the process in which the Marian
cult was transformed into an Elizabethan movement. The icon of the Virgin
Mary, the “false” virgin, was forced out, destroyed or burned and replaced
with an icon or image of the Virgin Queen Elizabeth, the “true” virgin,
Supreme Governor of the Protestant Church of England. Ironically, the act of
destruction itself appears to have become part of the ceremony, preceded by
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country dances and folk rituals. The main act of burning the icon was an
indication of the power it possesses and consequently the strength of the icon
of Elizabeth I replacing it. As Hackett points out, Protestant iconoclasm was
paradoxically idolatrous, and it was impossible to purify the world completely
of all images (3). We generally do not develop hostile feelings towards
something less powerful. We often attack that which we fear. In other words,
fear breeds hostility. The Virgin Mary, representing Catholicism or old
religion, must have struck fear in reformers as they worked to establish a
patriarchal monarch. A similar structure can also be seen in the relationship
between Hermione and Leontes.
In The Winter’s Tale, the trouble begins when Hermione succeeds in
convincing Polixenes to remain in Sicilia longer, where Leontes had failed
after being too insistent, demanding and nearly coercing him to do so. With a
gentle hand, Hermione coaxes him to say “yes” with friendly talking and
reminders of his childhood. Hermione’s behavior seems to represent the
triumph of her innate maternal warmth. Leontes, having lost confidence in
himself or perhaps subconsciously fearing Hermione’s maternal strength
(although such a fear can transform into raging jealousy) attacks her directly.
In the scene where Leontes first attacks Hermione, she is pregnant with
Perdita and is sitting next to Mamillius, who is about to whisper a story in her
ear. As examined previously, the scene depicts motherhood which Leontes
instantly destroys.
Jensen focuses on Leontes’ rage as resonating with the iconoclastic spirit
against all manmade images. He refers to Leontes’ act as “deadly iconoclasm”
that is related to “the iconophobia of anti-theatrical and anti-festive writers of
the period” (5). As he suggests, Leontes’ iconoclasm lashes out against
representation or reproduction, the scope of which is not limited to
Hermione’s play, but also against his own. For example, Leontes frequently
uses the word “entertainment”or “playing” metaphors to express his fear and
deep suspicion of all playing (Jensen 6). He fears:
This entertainments
May a free face put on, derive a liberty
From heartiness, from bounty, fertile bosom,
And well become the agent; ‘t may, I grant:
But to be paddling palms, and pinching fingers,
As now they are, and making practis’d smiles
As in a looking-glass; and then to sight, as ‘t were
The mort o’ th’ deer--- O, that is entertainment
My bosom likes not, nor my brows. (I.ii.111-19)
Afterwards, Leontes tells his son Mamillius that:
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Go, play, boy, play: thy mother plays, and I
Play too; but so disgrac’d a part, whose issue
Will hiss me to my grave: contempt and calmour
Will be my knell. Go, play boy, play. (I.ii. 187-90)
He fears the consequences of all plays, the thing which is powerful,
“communtscat’st with dream”, “with what’s unreal”, which should be
“infection of [our] brains” (I.ii.145). This is how the iconoclasts’ attack of
images is extended to plays. O’Cornell explores how the reformers’ attack of
religious monuments bleeds over to the theatre, the visual aspects of the
theatre and idolatry being the common link. He suggests that the image is the
ultimate goal, as it entails the recreation of the living body, the creation of the
illusion of presence, which extremist reformers wanted to destroy (3). In this
context, theater definitely applies to an illusion of presence, created by actual
human bodies that stand for other bodies, which colonizes the reality (9).
As a result, the cycles and mystery plays inspired by the Bible, which had
been performed in towns and cities since the late 14th century, were the first
target to be banned, resulting in the closure of the public theatre in 1640.
Barish points out that the hardest opposition to theater comes when theater
most flourishes (66). The reformers were afraid of the power of seeing these
visual depictions. More powerful than reading plays, seeing them performed
on stage is what iconoclasts referred to as a “real danger”, because “seeing is
what leads the emotion beyond the individual’s control” (O’Cornell 35) and
can sometimes be “excessive and obsessive” (17). This is the case for
Leontes, who fears “play” that creates another reality and who consequently
becomes obsessed with losing control.
Another figure potentially opposed to play is the daughter of Leontes and
Hermione, Perdita. In the sheep sharing scene (Act IV, Scene IV), Florizel,
“obscuring” “his high self” with “a swain’s wearing”, makes Perdita, “poor
lowly maid”, dress up “most goddess-like”.
Flo. These your unusual weeds, to each part of you
Do give a life: no shepherdess, but Flora
Peering in April’s front. This your sheep-shearing
Is as a meeting of the petty gods,
And you the queen on’t. (IV.iv.1-5)
Per. Sir: my gracious lord,
To chide at your extremes, it not becomes me-
O pardon, that I name them! Your high self,
The gracious mark o’ th’ land, you have obscur’d
With a sain’s wearing, and me, poor lowly maid,
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Most goddess-like prank’d up: but that our feasts
In every mess have folly, and the feeders
Digest it with a custom, I should blush
Too see you so attir’d; swoon, I think,
To show myself glass. (IV.iv.5-14)
In contrast to Florizel’s festive mood, Perdita doubts, fears or perhaps dislikes
the false images created artificially. This position resonates with her attitudes
towards art. Perdita informs Florizel’s father, Polixenes, of her dislike of
“streak’d gillyvors”, “nature’s bastards”, because “there is an art which, in
their piedness, shares/ with great creating nature” (IV.iv.87-8). She is against
anything that distorts nature, so she refuses to “paint” portrait (IV.iv. 101).
She feels art, festivals and plays are false images that deceive the mind.
Perdita and Leontes, however, have to reawaken their faith to realize their
wish before Hermione’s statue.
In the final scene, Leontes, Perdita and others gather at a “chapel” where
the statue of Hermione has been kept under Paulina’s protection. On the way,
Leontes mentions Paulina’s gallery and its “many singularities” and rarities
(V.iii.11). Vanita suggests that Paulina’s gallery recalls parishioners who had
concealed images, vestments or other church property restricted under
Henry VIII and Edward IV, which restriction was eased under the reign of
Mary Tudor, and repeated during the Elizabethan era. Despite Elizabeth’s
order to destroy the images and such, as I said before, some people must
have kept them hoping for a future revival of their faith.
Passing through what could be a “heretic” gallery, Leontes who used to
accuse Paulina of being a “witch”, but now having repented for his actions,
simply follows Paulina’s orders 2. Paulina commands the group to “prepare/
[t]o see the life as lively mock’d as ever/ Still sleep mock’d death: be hold,
and say ‘tis well” (V.iii.18-20). Although worshiping an object, such as “the life
as lively mock’d as ever”, has been accused as devil worship or idolatry, both
Leontes and Perdita cannot restrain themselves. Leontes asks “dear stone” to
chide the statue and tries to kiss it, which Paulina prevents. The same applies
to Perdita, who has had doubts about art disguising nature, is struck by the
statue’s presence, tries to kneel down before it and kiss its hand, asking
others not to “say ’tis superstition” (V.iii.9-11). Although Paulina is afraid
people would think she is “assisted/ [b]y wicked powers” (V.iii.95-7), she
decides to accept Leontes’ request, asking everyone:
It is requir’d
You do awake your faith. Then all stand still:
Or- those that think it is unlawful business
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I am about, let them depart. (V.iii. 94-97)
In this context, faith could imply several meanings, i.e. faith in one’s
religion, faith in Paulina’s action, faith in the power of art, or faith in prayer.
However, there is only one wish everyone, including the audience, shares:
Hermione’s resurrection. In achieving this wish, however, it does not matter if
Paulina’s action is assisted by wicked power or not, is lawful or not or magic
or not. As O’Cornell and Jensen have argued, this scene demonstrates the
theatrical power over Romanist ritual (O’Cornell 141, Jensen 11-12).
Moreover, the scene shows us how human primitive nature could prevail over
rationality. Confronting a primary wish, religious ritual forms would be a
trivial matter. How would Hermione react to Leontes, who has now repented
for his cruel deeds in the past and is rediscovering his faith in her
resurrection? Hermione’s only wish has been to see her daughter Perdita
again. Now facing her daughter and her fiancé Florizel, Hermione’s hope
must have then been for the reunification and happiness of the family, which
would lead her to accept Leontes.
This essay examined the religious conflict between Catholics and
Protestants in England as reflected in The Winter’s Tale. It must not have been
easy for Protestant Reformers to change deeply rooted religious customs. The
Reformers often used violence to coerce a change in faith, but this was not
entirely effective. On the other hand, people who believed in old religion must
have been indignant about being robbed of their customs. However, they
must also have been aware that the old way does not work in contemporary
society and that they have to embrace the new one to a certain extent, making
compromises and adapting to the future. In The Winter’s Tale, we examined
the Protestant traits of Leontes and the Catholics, represented by the aspects
of the Virgin Mary identified in Hermione. After destroying his family with his
intolerant behavior, which ultimately caused him to lose his wife and children,
Leontes finally meets them again to ask for forgiveness. Hermione,
unreasonably stripped of everything by Leontes, was left barely alive only
hoping to see her daughter again. Ultimately, Hermione will have to accept
Leontes with a tolerant attitude to facilitate the family reunion as Shakespeare
might have wished for the religious harmony of the nation.
Notes
1. A statesman of the Privy Council, which was established to mediate between Parliament
and the Crown during the 17th century
2. Some critics focus on Leontes’ Romanist penance relating to Paulina’s words of
forgiveness: “saint-like sorrow” (5.1.2), “A thousand knell/ Ten thousand years together
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naked, fasting,/ Upon a barren mountain, and still winter/ In storm perpetual, could not
move the gods” (3.2.208-11).
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